Are non-allergenic environmental factors important in asthma?
To review the roles of viral respiratory tract infections, environmental tobacco smoke and air pollution in asthma. MEDLINE (1992-1995) searches were conducted for publications on asthma, environmental tobacco smoke, ozone, nitrogen dioxide and particulates. Representative original experimental and epidemiological studies and reviews of viral infections in asthma. Respiratory virus infections are the most common and important trigger of asthma attacks in children and probably also in adults. Their role in promoting development of asthma is not so clear. Exposure to environmental tobacco smoke is almost certainly responsible for some cases of childhood asthma, and can also trigger symptoms of bronchoconstriction in adults with asthma. Exposure to ozone or nitrogen dioxide is associated with symptoms, impaired lung function, bronchial hyperresponsiveness and hospital presentations for asthma. These pollutants may also act as cofactors in the development of allergen-specific bronchial hyperresponsiveness. Research on preventing upper respiratory viral infections may reduce asthma morbidity. The move to non-smoking workplaces is welcome, but new interventions are needed to prevent young women taking up smoking and subsequently exposing their children. The ambient air quality guideline for ozone should be revised and a health-based guideline for respirable particulates introduced.